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Wilenski 
 
Down through history to the present there have been many attempts to interpret biblical references to 

Jesus in such a way that the inspired text has become embellished with the prejudices of the times. 

And honesty requires us to note that often no mischief was intended and good men sometimes got it 

wrong. It was simply the history of the moment overpowering the history of the biblical text. 

 

In seeking to examined these deviations our approach in this discussion is not intentionally one of 

overt condemnation but candid observation hopefully supported by trustworthy biblical evidence.   

 

One pattern in this discussion will be to make it the norm to revert back to the meaning of the 

biblical text as it would have been expressed in Hebrew, which many scholars now recognized was 

the everyday language of first century Judaism. It is recognized that much of New Testament Greek 

has nuances of idiomatic Hebrew functioning as “the underlying reality” behind the Greek text itself.  

 

It is generally acknowledged that Hebrew was the sacred language (Lashon Ha-Kodesh) employed in 

the synagogues of first century Judaism. In Matthew 5:18 Jesus refers to the “yod v'kotz shel yod,” a  

Hebrew reference to the “jots and tittles” in the Torah. (John 4:4-26) Acts 26:14 says; “I (Paul) heard 

a voice saying to me in the Hebrew (Hebraïs) language, ‘Saul, why are you persecuting Me?’” 

 

The Bishop Papias is quoted by the Eusebius as saying: “Matthew collected the oracles in the 

Hebrew language, and each interpreted them as best he could.” (Ecclesiastical History, 111,39,1) 

 

Also, “Matthew published a written gospel for the Hebrews in their own tongue.”
1
 Jerome writes; 

“Matthew … first composed in Hebraic letters the gospel of Christ in Judea.”
2
 “Matthew … was 

published for believers of Jewish origin, and was composed in Hebrew letters/language.”
3
 Eusebius 

refers to “the writing of Matthew in letters of the Hebrews.”
4
 (

1
Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.1.2) 

2
On 

Famous Men 3 (de Santos 18), see also Commentary on Psalm 135 (de Santos 22), the epistle of 

Jerome to Damasus, epistle 20, 
3
Origen cited Eusebius, History of the Church 3.39.116, 

4
 ibid. 

5.10.3) 
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As the Prologue to Wisdom of Jesus Son of Sirach says; “the same things uttered in Hebrew, and 

translated into another tongue … have no small difference, when they are spoken in their own 

language.” This imposes the need to interpret Scripture within the parameters of Hebrew thinking. 

 

There is a now recognition that Hebrew thinking projects a completely different mindset to the 

language in which the New Testament was written. According to Norwegian Thorlief Boman;  

 

 The New Testament writers “were firmly grounded in the Old Testament and lived in its world of 

images. Shortly after the death of the Founder, however, the new religious community’s centre of 

gravity shifted into the Greek-speaking Hellenistic world, and … Christianity has been the 

religion of Europeans ever since. It is significant, however, that despite their absolute authority the 

words of Jesus were preserved by the Church only in the Greek language. Not only are these two 

languages essentially different, but so too are the kinds of images and thinking involved in them.” 

(Hebrew Thought Compared With Greek, p. 17)  



 

The New Testament corpus did not exist until forty or so years after the death of Christ. So in order 

to understand the apostolic gospel and Jesus’ teachings we need to recognize that Christianity began 

as Messianic Judaism without a New Testament and whose only authority was the Old Testament. 

 

“Looking back on Pauline research in the last decades there is one trend which is generally accepted 

in international scholarship, namely that Paul is a Jew, and that he must be understood on the 

background of Judaism and the O.T.” (Johannes Munck, Pauline Research since Schweitzer, Bible 

in Modern Scholarship, ed. J.P. Hyatt, p.174) 

 

When Hebrew words such as “righteousness” and “faith” were translated into Greek and Latin their 

new linguistic environment gave these terms a new content consistent with the etymology and street 

definition of the receptor language. There was no attempt on the part of the translators to change the 

meaning of the Scriptures; it was merely an unintended consequence of fusing incompatible cultures.   

 

Alister McGrath writes, “It is a well-established fact that the vocabulary of Christian theology 

contained a number of important concepts which originate from a Hebraic context, and whose 

transference to that of western Europe resulted in shifts of meaning which have quite 

unacceptable theological consequences. The Hebrew terms sdq and sdqh provide an excellent 

example of the phenomenon. The Hebrew root morpheme sdq is theological, rather than a secular 

term, which frequently assumes strongly soteriological overtones which simply cannot be conveyed 

by the mere substitution of iustitia at its every occurrence ... The most appropriate designation of 

the Hebrew terms sdq or sdqh is that of iustitia salutifera: God, in His righteousness, acts to redeem 

and sustain His people. The Hebrew terms simply cannot bear the meaning, characteristic of 

western thought, of iustitia distributiva, as it is encapsulated in the Ciceronian thought.”  

(Theology of the Cross Basil Blackwell 1985 pp. 100,101) 

 

As an illustration of Hebrew thinking, as distinct from ours, if we pattern Paul’s understanding of 

justification on his Old Testament sources “being justified” in Romans 5:9 is not a reference to a 

forensic decree but a reference to the cross as an event, and God acting decisively in order to 

organize salvation history. Biblical “justification” represents “mighty acts” not judicial declaration. 

 

“Great is the Lord, and highly to be praised … One generation shall praise Your works to another, 

and shall declare Your mighty acts. … And on Your wonderful works, I will meditate. 

 Men shall speak of the power of Your awesome deeds … And will shout joyfully of                       

Your righteousness.”
1
 “By awesome deeds You answer us in righteousness, O God of our 

salvation.”
2 

“I will come with the mighty deeds of the Lord God; I will make mention of Your 

righteousness.”
3
 “The Lord our God is righteous with respect to all His deeds which He has done.” 

(
1
Psalms 145:3-7, 

2
65:5,

3
71:16,

4
. Daniel 9:14 9:14) 

 

In the biblical torah the “righteousness of God” refers to God actively asserting His power by 

“awesome deeds” and “mighty acts,” and has nothing to do with notions of imputed righteousness. 

 

Both the OT and the NT employ the standard Old Testament understanding of the “righteousness of 

God” as a demonstration of power. The “righteousness of God” is God “acting righteously” in series 

of events that delivers His people primarily from political threats but also from whatever threatens 

them. In the OT “justification” is mostly associated with deliverance from secular adversity.  

 

“He is near that justifies (tsadaq) me; who will contend with me? let us stand up together; who is 

mine adversary? let him come near to me.” (Jewish Publication Society Bible Isaiah 50:8) 



If justification involves deliverance from an “adversary” that means it involves more than a legal 

pronouncement. In 1Timothy 3:16 Paul speaks of Jesus being “justified in the Spirit” in reference to 

being raised from the dead. So if justification includes the resurrection it cannot be limited to a 

declaration of forensic innocence. In the Hebrew understanding “justification” includes the totality of 

whenever God does through His “mighty acts” in support of His people according to His promises.  

 

Wilenski 
 
In Protestant Confessions justification is a “forensic declaration” which employs legal chicanery to 

make the sinner appear sinless, so we are told, they can be “forgiven” because they meritoriously 

“obeyed the law” in Christ. This sad idea draws its imagery from Paul’s “righteousness by works.”  

 

According to the Belgic Confession of Faith justification takes place when faith “embraces Jesus 

Christ with all His merits… and so many holy works which He has done for us.” (The Belgic 

Confession of Faith, Article XXII, Our Justification Through Faith in Jesus Christ) 

 

Alister McGrath claims the Protestant “works righteousness” justification doctrine historically began 

with Melanchthon; “the 1523 Annotationes in Evangelium Iohannis [Melanchthon] develops the idea 

that justification involves a personal union between Christ and the believer. This contrasts 

significantly with later emphasis upon the abstract concept of the works of Christ associated with 

his forensic concept of justification.” (Alister McGrath Iustitia Dei Vol. 2, pp.23) 

 

The doctrine of imputed righteousness teaches that forgiveness is structured on the idea Jesus’ 

obedience to law, by means of trick accounting, comes to be regarded as our obedience to the law. 

Paul says law-keeping, as a means of acquiring justification, has nothing to do with justification. 

 

 “For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law.” (Romans 2:13)  

 

What Paul means by “works of the law” is external compliance to regulations in the absence of any 

impulse of loyalty to God who requires active 'emuwnah. Paul is saying that obedience by itself, as a 

stand-alone commodity, does not conform to the requirements of Torah obedience, which is 

manifested as loyalty to Yahweh Himself, and not mere compliance to a list of religious instructions.  

 

“A person sins by not being faithful to Me.”
1 

“Have respect for Yahweh. … Be completely faithful 

to Him.”
2
  “Have respect for Yahweh. Serve Him faithfully. Do it with all your heart.”

3
 “Your sons 

must be careful about how they live. They must be faithful to Me with all their heart and soul.”
4
 

“The Lord has … told you what He requires of you … you must be very careful to live the way your 

God wants you to.”
5
 (

1
Lev. 6:2, 

2
Joshua 24:14, 

3
1Sam. 12:24, 

4
1Kings 2:4, 

5
Micah 6:8)  

 

Jeremiah 3:10 supplies a definition of what Paul means by “works.” “Judah did not return to Me with 

all her heart, but only in pretence.” Now notice what Paul says in Romans 2:13. “Not the hearers of 

the Law are righteous before God, but the doers of the Law will be righteous.” Here we see that 

Paul teaches (1) that justification is “apart from works of the Law” and also that (2) only “the doers 

of the Law are righteous.” If Paul is not contradicting himself then plainly “works of the Law” and 

being “doers of the Law” mean different things. Loyalty in a personal relationship is not “works.”  

 

The biblical call to obedience is confined to personal parameters as loyalty between persons. “The 

righteous will attain life through trusting faithfulness.”
1
 If we cannot tell the difference between 

loyalty to God and the legalistic observance of rules we are profoundly ignorant of the Scriptures. 

(
1
Habakkuk 2:4, Complete Jewish Bible) 
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In the New Testament gospel the atonement is inseparably connect to the person of Jesus, and 

structured irreducibly on union with Christ as the “Spirit of Christ.” Let there be no mistake on 

this point. “If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.” (Roman 8:9) 

  

Union with Christ as “the Spirit of Christ” has nothing to do with “imputation.” It is a transforming, 

real world encounter which leads to an existential participation in Jesus’ status before God. Jesus, as 

our “righteousness” before God in heaven, also becomes our “righteousness” before God on earth. 

 

“I have been crucified with Christ, and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me. So the life I 

now live in the body, I live by the faithfulness (righteousness) of the Son of God, who loved me 

and gave Himself for me” (Galatians 2:20) 

 

The biblical status of “righteousness” has existential parameters and nothing to do with a morally 

void forensic (imputed) righteousness. When we are brought to faith in Jesus and are joined to Him 

in “one Spirit” His “faithfulness” in us provides the existential status of “righteousness” before God. 

 

“Noah was a righteous man … and he walked faithfully with God.”
1
 “The righteous person will live 

by his faithfulness.”
1
 “Abraham believed ('aman) God, and it (Neh.9:8/faithfulness) was credited to  

him as righteousness.”
3
  “So then they that are of faith are blessed with the faithful Abraham.”

4
 “He 

follows My decrees and faithfully keeps My laws. That man is righteous.”
5
 “A person sins by not 

being faithful to Me.”
6
 (

1
Gen. 6:9, 

2
Hab. 2:4, 

3
Rom.4:3, 

4
Gal. 3:9 

5
Eze. 18:9, 

6
Lev. 6:2) 

 

The “righteousness” as “trusting faithfulness” which God requires is only found in Jesus. By 

participating in His death through union with Him we die to the illusion we ourselves can become 

righteous before God. In union with Him we share in His active righteousness and through the 

Spirit of Christ become one Spirit with Him so that the “trusting faithfulness” of His humanity 

becomes ours. In union with Him His history is our history and we become everything to God He is.  

 

In Paul’s teaching the believers moral conduct is a repetition of the earthly life of the risen Jesus 

prompted by the indwelling “Spirit of Christ.” Paul opposed the prescriptive religion practiced by 

his contemporaries as a source of spiritual death. For him the correct response to biblical directives is 

“not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit [of Christ] gives life.” (2 Cor. 3:6) 

 

In the biblical paradigm “righteousness before God” is not a forensic status; it is a sphere of 

existence, a participation in Jesus’ faithfulness to God and the consequence of union with Christ 

as the “Spirit of Christ.” And having “put on the Lord Jesus Christ”
1
 Paul says; “you are the body of  

Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.”
2
 Because Jesus is “righteous,” we also, as a “part” of 

Him by becoming “one Spirit with Him,”
3
 are “righteous” before God. (

1
1Cor.13:14, 

2
12:27, 

3
6:17) 

 

When the sinner stands before God “clothed” with Jesus they have a new persona as Jesus’other half. 

 

Paul has no doctrine of “imputed” righteousness by forensic reckoning; his teaching is “justification” 

through union with Christ as the “Spirit of Christ” in a personal ethical relationship. The atonement 

is a morally active reconciliation to God; the immersion of our humanity into the life of divinity.  

 

 “But you were washed … you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit 

of our God.”
1
 “If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.”

2 

“Whoever is united with the Lord is one Spirit with Him.”
3
 (

1
1Cor. 6:11, 

2
Rom. 8:9)

 3
1Cor. 6:17   


